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Abstract 


This article reports research on the occurrence of terms related to food in textbooks 
written for students of English as an Additional Language. Ten such textbooks were 
examined. Of the 3767 total activities in the textbooks, 641 activities (17%) contained at 
least one reference to food, and seven of the books contained an entire unit focused on 
food. The number of instances of food terms found in the textbooks totalled 2311, of 
which 1254 were categorized as general food terms, e.g., restaurant, and 1057 were 
categorized as specific foods, e.g., chocolate. Of the specific foods, 399 were categorized 
as being of plant origin, 252 as containing ingredients of animal origin, 339 as either plant 
or animal origin, but likely to contain ingredients of animal origin, 61 as being somewhat 
evenly divided as to how often they were exclusively of plant origin, and 6 as usually 
containing only ingredients of plant origin. The specific food terms were also classified as 
either regular foods used in main meals (529), or as at fun foods, eaten in casual contexts 
(528). These results are discussed for their classroom implications, and suggestions are 


made for future research. [192 words] 


While most basically, food is essential for sustaining life, food also plays other roles, 
including cultural, economic, social, and psychological roles. In fact, According to a United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) study (Hamrick, 2011), in the U.S., people 15 
years old and above eat and drank as their main activity for an average of 67 minutes per day, 
while eating and drinking were a secondary activity for an additional 86.5 minutes daily. 
Additionally, Fobes found that people in the U.S. spend about 11% of their income on food 


(Fobes, 2017). 


Thus, unsurprisingly, food features in a wide variety of educational materials. The 
present study reports an investigation as to the presence of food in second language education 
materials, in particular, textbooks for students learning English as an Additional Language 


(EAL). 


Various aspects of education materials can be investigated, including the materials’ 
content (e.g., Jacobs & Goatly, 2000; Juan, 2010; Weninger & Kiss, 2014) and teaching 
methodology (e.g., Jacobs & Ball, 1996). Furthermore, the values and lifestyles on display in 
the materials can be analysed, e.g., Crookes (2013) maintained EAL materials teach not only 
language but also attitudes and values. For example, Stibbe (2004) found that the EAL 
textbooks he studied emphasized technological fixes for human induced environmental damage 
rather than promoting approaches that sought to change human values to become more 
consistent with environmentally friendly behaviours. Sexism constitutes another theme not 
strictly related to the learning of traditional areas of language, e.g., reading, writing, listening, 
speaking, grammar, and pronunciation, that researchers have addressed in analyses of learning 


materials (e.g., Ansary & Babaii, 2003). 


Research on the depiction of food in learning materials may be timely, as food has drawn 


increased attention for its roles in many aspects of today’s world, including health, 


environmental protection, and relations between humans and other animals. In particular, 
calls have been heard for reduction or replacement of foods from nonhuman animals (Milman 
& Leavenworth, 2016). However, despite these calls, consumption of meat and other animal 
based foods, e.g., dairy and eggs, has increased (Worldwatch Institute, 2016). Undoubtedly, 
food choices can be controversial. As one blogger put it, “food choices have become 
freighted with so much judgmentalism, self-righteousness, and guilt-tripping that what to 
have for lunch can feel less like a culinary dilemma than an ethical one” (Simons, 2010, 


paragraph 4). 


In terms of health, lifestyle diseases, such as heart disease, obesity, and diabetes, are 
on the rise, particularly in the developed world, and a significant share of the blame for this 
rise has been placed on increased consumption of animal based foods, such as meat, eggs, 
and dairy, and of processed foods, such as white bread, sweetened drinks, and fast foods 
(Greger & Stone, 2016). Processed foods are on one end of a continuum with “whole” foods 
(Campbell & Jacobson, 2016) at the other end. For instance, baked potatoes or brown rice 
are less processed, whereas potato crisps and white rice are more processed. Similarly, olives 


are whole, less processed foods in comparison with olive oil. 


Environment and concern for other animals are two more areas in which attention 
might be paid to the foods included in education materials. In terms of the environment, 
according to some researchers, the production of animal based foods plays a major role in 
climate change, accounting for a greater share of human produced greenhouse gases than do 
all forms of transportation combined (Food and Agricultural Organisation, 2006). This high 


production of greenhouse gases, such as methane, nitrous oxide, and carbon dioxide, occurs 


because, among other reasons, production of animal based foods increases deforestation and 


wastes resources, such as water and energy. 


As to relations between humans and other animals, awareness has grown of the harm 
done to the animals used for food (Compassion in World Farming, 2018). For instance, these 
animals, such as chickens, pigs, and cows, are deprived of almost all opportunities to live a 
natural life, and the life they do live is greatly shortened. Furthermore, appreciation has 
increased of these animals’ cognitive and affective capacities (de Waal, 2016). This 
appreciation extends even to marine animals, whom scientists have, in some cases, found to 


be capable of experiencing pain, consciousness, and even joy (Balcombe, 2016). 


Methodology 


The current study set out to collect preliminary data on the place of food in one form 
of education materials: EAL textbooks. These books are used by students, often at university 
level, who need to take courses in English in preparation for their university studies. The 
researchers examined a convenience sample of 10 EAL textbooks selected randomly from the 
collections available to teachers at James Cook University, Singapore and the Southeast Asia 
Ministers of Education’s Regional Language Centre, Singapore. These were four skills — 
speaking, listening, reading, writing — textbooks, rather than focusing on one language skill, 
and were general English, rather than focusing on English for a specific area, such as English 
for Business. These books were intended for students in many countries, rather than focusing 
on only one country. Only the student books, not the teachers books or the workbooks, were 
investigated, nor did the researchers examine the contents of any audio or video materials. 
The copyright dates of the books ranged from 2000 to 2016, and the books were prepared for 


students of a variety of English proficiency levels. 


Research questions were: 


(1a) What percentage of activities in the textbooks made reference to food; 


(1b) How many of the textbooks had a unit focused on food; 


(2a) How many instances were there in the textbooks of terms related to food? 


(2b) Among those instances of terms, how many referred to food generally, such as “meal,” 


and how many referred to specific foods, such as “pizza?” 


(2c) Of the instances of terms for specific foods, which foods came from plants, which from 
animals, or which might, in 2018 (when the research report was written), have been from either 


plants or animals. 


(2d) Of the instances of terms for specific foods, which could be seen as foods for regular 


meals, and which might have been associated with eating for fun? 


Collecting Data on Research Questions la and 1b 


The authors of the present study are aware of only one textbook for second language 
learners devoted exclusively to the topic of food (To determine the percentage of activities in 
the ten EAL textbooks that made reference to food, first, the researchers counted the number 
of activities in the textbooks. This was done using the division employed by textbook authors. 
Only the textbooks’ main sections were used, not introductory, review, or supplementary 
sections. For instance, Doff and Jones (2000) had either a Focus on Form or a Study Pages 
section at the end of each chapter. The decision not to count such sections was made as these 
supplementary sections tend to be more form based, rather than meaning based. Then, the 
activities that included mention of food were counted. Finally, the number of books with an 
entire unit devoted to food was counted. In addition to units explicitly about food, some 


textbooks had chapters related to food, e.g., Dignen, Flinders, & Sweeney (2004) has a unit 


related to food “The coffee business.” These were not counted in answering Research 


Question Ib. 


Collecting Data on Research Questions 2a, 2b, 2c, and 2d 


In collecting data on Research Question 2a, the researchers recorded instances of 
terms related to food. A broad definition was applied. For instance, adjectives describing 
food, such as “delicious” or “spoiled,” were counted. Verbs related to food preparation, such 
as “cook” and “boil,” were counted, as were terms for places where food is prepared and/or 
served, such as “kitchen” and “restaurant.” Furthermore, terms for people who work in the 
food industry, such as “waitress” and “chef,” were included. Drinks, including “water” and 


“orange juice” were also included among the food terms. 


While many terms were included, other possible terms related to food were not 
counted. Senses such as taste and smell were only counted if they related to food for humans. 
Potential foods, e.g., the words “cow” or “rice field,” were not counted. Also, products, such 
as chewing gum, that are not swallowed were not counted. Neither were names including 
food, e.g., the screen name “butterpopcorn,” nor were metaphorical references to food, e.g., 
“couch potato.” Only foods eaten by humans were counted, e.g., cat food was not counted, 


nor was grass eaten by cows or other ruminant animals. 


Once the instances of terms considered food-related for the purposes of this study 
were listed, for Research Questions 2b, 2c, and 2d, the terms were divided into categories. 


The first categorization, for 2b, was into general food terms and specific food terms. General 


99 66 99 66. 


food terms were those such as “eat,” “café,” “waiter,” and “breakfast.” For example, people 
can “eat” many different foods, and “waiters” can serve many different foods. In contrast, 


examples of specific foods included “carrots,” “bread,” “milk,” and “chicken.” 


The category of specific foods could have been divided into many different 
subcategories. For instance, drinks could have been a separate subcategory, and within 
drinks, alcoholic beverages could have formed their own subcategory. Another sub-category 
within specific foods could have been spices, such as sugar and ginger. However, as 
explained below, the researchers decided on two different subcategories for the specific 


foods. 


The first subcategory within specific foods, for Research Question 2c, concerned the 
origin of the foods. This subcategory was of interest because, as discussed earlier, a trend 
exists, as least in economically more well-off countries to move towards foods of plant 
origin, and the researchers wanted to collect baseline data on this, as two of the researchers 
are active in promoting plant based diets, and consume no meat, dairy, eggs, or other animal 
based foods, whereas the second author could be considered as having dietary views and 


practices closer to the mainstream. 


Mushrooms and other foods that are neither from plants nor animals were subsumed 
under plant foods, as this seems to be the general practice (Greger & Stone, 2016). However, 
it is usually impossible to know the exact ingredients of foods from their mention in 
textbooks, for instance, “coffee” could contain dairy milk, plant milk, or no milk at all. 
Furthermore, many ingredients can be added to foods for purposes such as changing the 
flavour and extending the shelf life (Yacoubou, 2018). Therefore, the researchers used their 
own knowledge of food ingredients, and applied a five-category classification system: A 
(Animal) for foods of animal origin; P (Plant) for foods of plant origin, plus foods in neither 
category such as “water” and “mushrooms”; EA (Either plant or animal, but probably animal) 
for foods, such as chocolate, which could be entirely of plant origin, but in the researchers’ 
experience most often contain ingredients of animal origin; E (Either) for foods that seem to 


be about equally distributed as to whether or not ingredients of animal origin are included, 


such as tea; EP (Either, probably plants) for foods that often only contain ingredients of plant 


origin, such as cereal. 


The second subcategory of specific foods, Research Question 2d, was whether the 
foods were often associated with fun and conversation, such as pizza, chocolate, and coffee, 
or foods more often part of what might be considered a proper main meal, such as rice, fish, 
and spinach. This admittedly subjective subcategory was of interest because, firstly, Richards 
(1995), a leading author of EAL textbooks, recounted that part of his preparation process for 
a new textbook series involved collecting data on students’ likes and interests. Thus, such 
fun, socializing foods seemed likely to be prominent, as they would reflects student 
preferences. Secondly, the authors, in their experience with students who use these textbook, 
often saw them eating such foods. Thirdly, four-skills EAL textbooks contain many activities 
in which students chat with each other in groups of 2, 3, or 4, and the textbooks seek to 
prepare students to converse casually in their additional language with people beyond their 
education institution. The appearance of such foods in their textbooks might put students in 
the mood for such casual, small group discussions. Thus, the researchers expected to find a 


large percentage of terms for these “fun” foods. 


Interrater agreement was 90% or above for the various categories of data in the study. 
The level of agreement was established by the first two authors discussing a category, coding 
some activities together, discussing some more, coding a new set of activities alone, and 
comparing their coding. The coding for Research Question 2d, was most problematic, given 
the subjective nature of whether a food could be considered fun. After interrater agreement had 


been established the first author did the bulk of the remaining coding. 


Results 


Research Question la asked about the percentage of activities in the textbooks that 
made reference to food. The ten EAL textbooks contained a total of 3767 activities, 641 of 
which had at least one reference to food, for a percentage of 17%. The percentage ranged 
from one book in which 11% of the activities had a reference to food to a book with 27% 
such activities. Research Question 1b asked how many of the ten books contained a chapter 


with a food theme, and the answer was 7. 


Research Questions 2a, b, c, and d looked at the specific terms in the ten EAL 
textbooks which referred to food. In answer to Research Question 2a, a total of 2311 
instances of food terms were found. The three most popular were, in descending order 
(with the number of instances in parentheses): coffee (91), chocolate (47), and pizza (31). 
Perhaps, one of the most unusual foods was “dinosaur soup,” found in an item on a quiz 
on “Amazing Food Facts” (Kerr, 2012, p. 61) which asked about the central ingredient in 


the oldest soup in the world. 


Research Question 2b asked about whether the food terms referred to general or specific 
foods. Of the 2311 instances of terms for food, 1254 were classified as general foods, and 1057 
were Classified as specific foods. Research Question 2c asked about whether the specific foods 
named in the textbooks contained ingredients from animals. As to the ingredients of the 1057 
instances of specific foods, 399 were classified as being of plant origin, 252 of animal origin, 
339 as either plant or animal, but likely to contain ingredients of animal origin, 61 as being 
somewhat evenly divided as to how often they were exclusively of plant origin, and 6 as usually 
containing only ingredients of plant origin. Finally, 529 of the instances of food terms were 
classified as regular foods used in main meals, whereas 528 were classified at fun foods, eaten 


in casual contexts. 


Discussion 


The results of the present study suggest that food does indeed play a prominent role in 
4-skills materials for EAL students, as for Research Question la, 17% of the activities 
involved at least a mention of food, and for Research Question 1b, 7 of the 10 textbooks had 
an entire unit devoted to food. Thus, materials developers, teachers, and students might want 
to consider the ways the topic of food is dealt with as part of the learning process. For 
example, as part of active learning (Felder & Henriques, 1995), students could read, write, 
and carry out recipes. Indeed, research suggests that when people prepare their own food, 
their diets become healthier (Wolfson & Bleich, 2015). Additionally, students and teachers 


could visit and compile data on local food stores and eateries. 


As to Research Question 2c, which asked about whether the specific foods mentioned 
in the textbooks contained ingredients of animal origins, the relative prominence of foods that 
are sometimes prepared without ingredients of animal origins does provide more space for 
students and teachers who, for whatever reasons, wish to avoid or reduce their consumption 
of such foods. Furthermore, the quantity of plant based alternatives in the markets is growing 
(Business Wire, 2017). Discussion of this trend could be linked to discussion of topics related 
to consumption of animal based foods: such as increases in diabetes, the worsening situation 


with climate change, and concern for the welfare of nonhuman animals. 


Data for Research Question 2d suggested that casual, fun foods (as defined by the 
researchers in this investigation) — are prominent, i.e., about 50% of the instances of specific 
foods. Perhaps, materials writers are attempting to connect with students’ lifestyles and to 
encourage a relaxed feeling which would encourage peer interaction among students (Lee & 
Mak, 2018). Indeed, research does suggest that diet can reduce anxiety and lift depression 
(Agarwal, Mishra, Xu, Levin, Gonzales, & Barnard, 2015). The cooperative learning 
literature provides many other ideas for promoting a relaxed, yet purposeful classroom 


environment (Jacobs & Kimura, 2013). 


Ideas for Future Research 


The current study suggested that food has a fairly prominent place in at least one type 
of educational materials, textbook for EAL students. Following on from this study, many 
other research questions can be asked including the prominence of food in other types of 
educational materials. Additionally, the teaching methodology used with mentions of food 
could be explored. For instance, as suggested in the Discussion section of this paper, 
researchers could investigate whether textbooks encourage and facilitate students to prepare 
food for themselves and others. The present study only examined the words via which foods 
were presented, not the visuals, such as photos, drawings, and videos. Future researchers 
might wish to examine these. One of the research questions here looked at whether foods 
were plant based. Questions for related studies could involved the treatment of the topic of 
veganism is EAL textbooks, e.g., one of the textbooks (Dignen, Flinders, & Sweeney, 2004) 
defines the word “vegan” and devotes a page to discussing someone who is a vegan and 


works for the Vegan Society (p. 98). 


Conclusion 


The foods people consume impact themselves as consumers, and by the foods they 
choose to consume, people influence the world around them and those who live in that world. 
This influence that students and their teachers have as food consumers speaks to the theme of 
social responsibility in language education (Cates, 1997), because people need to be 
conscious consumers and, as explained previously, plant based foods tend to be better for the 
planet and its inhabitants: human and nonhuman. Furthermore, no discussion of food would 
be complete without reference to the hundreds of millions of humans — one in nine people on 
Earth - without enough food (World Food Programme, 2018). That said, any discussion of 


food would also be incomplete without highlighting what a celebration eating can be and 


what joy food can bring, both the gustatory, olfactory, and tactile pleasure derived from the 
act of eating as well as the social element of partaking food with others. Thus, the researchers 
in the present study were happy to find a prominent role given to food in the 10 EAL 
textbooks, and urge that materials developers, teachers, and students relish their immersion in 
language about food and consider how food can enhance the lives of all, for the present and 


the future. 
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